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Christopher J . Koch
INTERVIEW

Christopher Koch was interviewed by John Thieme in London on 18
April 1985.
C.J. Koch was born in
Hobart, Tasmania, in
1932 and now lives in
Sydney. He has had many
occupations, and worked
as a radio producer for the
ABC for over ten years
before leaving in 1972 to
write full-time. His novels
are The Boys in the Island
(1958), Across the Sea Wall
(1965), The Year of Living
Dangerously (1978), and
The Doubleman {192,5). The
Year of Living Dangerously
won the Age Book of the
Year Award and the
National Book Council
Award for Australian
Literature, and was
successfully filmed. The
Doubleman won the 1985
Miles Franklin Literary
Award, one of Australia's
most prestigious prizes for
literature.

Photo: Bob Finlayson, The Australian.

Chris, your latest novel, published in the U. K. today, is entitled The Doubleman
and this title seems to highlight a theme which has been prominent throughout your
fiction. You repeatedly seem to use characters who are in some sense 'doubles' of one •
another. For example, in Across the Sea Wall the protagonist Robert O'Brien feels
that his friendJimmy
Bader, with whom he leaves Australia, is a kind of double and
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I suppose in The Year of Living Dangerously it's possible to view Hamilton
and Kwan as doubles of a kind. What exactly does 'doubleness' mean for you? Is it
some alternative notion of identity?
Well, I suppose I'm preoccupied with the idea that character is
something that's not always complete. I rather doubt that any human
beings have a feeling of completeness; we all perhaps want to be someone
other than ourselves. If you're a man of action, if you're a basically extroverted type, you perhaps yearn to be somebody more inturned or inward,
and it's notorious, of course, that introverted people and people w^ho live
for the imagination have some yearning to be people whose life is
outward and positive and more dynamic. So I think that we tend to be
incomplete; and I'm perhaps particularly preoccupied with that theme.
Along with characters who are doubles, the novels frequently seem to r^er to places
which are 'other'. Francis Cullen in The Boys in the Island has the notion of an
'Otherland' which seems to be a creation of the imagination and in addition there's
the repeated use of contrasted worlds: Tasmania and the Mainland; Australia and
Northern Europe; Australia and Asia; Sydney and Melbourne. Is the 'other' place
again intended to suggest other possibilities of the self?
I would call it the search for Paradise: what an Australian poet, James
McAuley, once called 'the Edenic urge'. I think implanted within most of
us there is the sense of a place beyond the real. In orthodox Christianity
that, of course, is Paradise, but it takes many forms. It's perhaps the
Blessed Islands of Celtic mythology. It can take on many symbolic forms,
but I think that it is also something within us, and The Boys in the Island
was where I dealt with it, I suppose, most directly, because I believe we
have a sense of this place most intensely in adolescence, or some of us do;
and this is because in childhood it is actually real for some people — the
Wordsworthian idea that one comes from that other place and one half
remembers it.
Talking of Romantic poets, in The Boys in the Island ^ow use an epigraph from
Keats, from The Fall of Hyperion, and I took it that this was because of the
novel's concern with Romantic enchantment, and disenchantment too perhaps, the
illusions of youth that you were just talking about. Is that correct?
The quotation is meant to reinforce the theme that if you live for dreams,
you will inevitably find it difficult to cope with reality. The boy in that
book is a rather ordinary boy. It's not meant to be a 'portrait of the
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artist'. In fact, even at that age I was determined not to repeat that
theme, and I think I did avoid it. What I was attempting was to create an
Everyman, a perfectly ordinary youth who happened to harbour an
intense world of dream — the sense of the Otherworld we've been
speaking of. I coined the term, 'Otherland'; but in fairy mythology, of
course, it's known as the Otherworld. T h a t sense was more important to
him than everyday life, and he was young enough and naive enough to
actually believe it might be found somewhere, beyond the next hill, on
the mainland of Australia — so that the mainland is in some way a
symbol as well as a reality. And, to answer your other question, there is a
heightened sense of expectancy when you grow up in Tasmania — which
is a very beautiful place, but which, in the days when I wrote that book at
any rate, seemed to be at the utmost edge of the world. O n e had the
feeling there that everything was somewhere else.
So obviously this would suggest a continuity in your work between T h e Boys in the
Island and T h e Doubleman, where again you come back to the fairy world and
the hold that it can exercise on certain imaginations. Would you agree that there's a
movement in the later novel towards a less sympathetic treatment of enchantment, that
you 're now more concerned with exposing some of the aberrations which this psychology can lead to — perhaps we could see them as aberrations particularly rife in
the 'sixties when the novel is set?
Yes, I think that's a fair statement. The sense of the Otherland, which
I've said I think is in all of us, can go in different directions. In mystics it
becomes an actual vision of a paradisal state, and it's the goal for which
they aim. But in the 'sixties, that desire, that unfulfilled expectancy,
which I think torments so many people, was looked for through drugs,
was catered for with all sorts of quasi-mystical beliefs, not all of which
were healthy. T h e 'sixties was the time when orthodox beliefs finally
broke down; and into the vacuum rushed many, many other beliefs,
some of them worthwhile, others questionable, particularly those associated with the drug culture. Drugs, after all, are a way of trying to get a
visionary experience on the cheap; and I ' m dealing with that.
But the thing that came to interest me most — although it may seem
rather strange for an Australian novelist — was the European fairy
Otherworld; in particular, the Otherworld of the Border ballads and
Danish folk-lore. It's still very much part of our culture, throughout the
Western world — it doesn't matter which country you're in. And there's
really a remarkable wisdom in these legends of Faery. I can best illustrate
this by referring to that story which appears in many forms concerning
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somebody who goes to Fairyland — who actually goes under the fairy hill
and dances with the fairies and is feasted and drinks fairy wine. The man
then wakes on a hillside to fmd that it isn't just a few nights that have
gone by, but twenty years, and that he is now unfit for life. We often fmd
this at the end of stories about people who were supposed to have gone to
Fairyland, particularly in the Celtic countries — that they then lost all
interest in life. And what such a legend is telling us is this: that if you
actually make illusions more important than reality, you will be drained
of vitality; you will lose your ability to live. This can include mourning
for the dead too long, living for half-imagined love which has no real
grounding in reality — many things. And I think this applies to our
society now, because it's very significant that we are becoming more and
more obsessed with fairy tales. If you go into a bookshop, you will fmd
masses of stuff on fairies — for adults. A lot of the books that are now
written for adults, novels, stemming from Tolkien, are manufactured
fairy tales. And I'm very interested in something Goethe said about this.
He actually predicted the present phase we're in, and he said that a
culture goes through three stages. There's an early stage of real mystical
belief and powerful symbolism; then you have the analytical stage, which
is the stage that we've had until now: a sophisticated society that analyses
its beliefs. But the next stage, which you sometimes get in a society in
decline, is one where the first condition is reached back for rather desperately. People try to recapture their early beliefs in myth and magic
because they feel that their central belief-system is collapsing, and there's
a need for a vitality that's gone. I think there are some signs of that
occurring now, and this is what I'm dealing with in The Doubleman.
Your novels also give us another version of the journey to the Otherland, when you
take characters to Asia. In Across the Sea Wall in particular you're concerned
with Hinduism. Were you wishing to explore the illusionism, the mysticism, that
was so popular during the 'sixties?
Well, there are two preoccupations in Across the Sea Wall. One is the quite
realistic one of portraying someone who goes into a situation which is
outside his normal experience. Robert O'Brien is an imaginative but
again fairly ordinary young man who is flung into Asia — a region which
in those days Australians hardly ever saw — and he's outside all the
terms of reference he's used to; everything is changed. I was interested to
present a character who was literally at sea. The other aspect of his
experience I became interested in was the encounter with Hindu
mysticism and Hindu religion. And, just as I found Gnosticism inter22

esting while writing The Doubleman, at the time of writing Across the Sea
Wall there was something of a revelation for me in discovering the nature
of the Indian goddess Durga, or Kali, who is seen in Hinduism to be
amoral. Now this is very strange to the Christian way of thinking; and
it's necessary to understand that the dance of life that carries Kali
through the world is what causes both creation and destruction. She is the
elemental force in things, and they say her sport, or play, which is
expressed by the H i n d u word lila, is what causes everything from
cyclones to the loss of children and, on the other hand, causes life. It has
neither pity nor malice; it just is: it's the power of action. And that fitted
with the sense of chaos that O'Brien was moving into. It was also fascinating to me because it seemed to answer the question that Christians
find very difficult to deal with: how do you account for chance, mishap,
tragedy and destruction in a world that is supposedly controlled by a
beneficent God?
And there's something similar in T h e Year of Living Dangerously where you
use the Indonesian puppet-play, the wayang puppet-play, and you introduce your
readers to the wayang of the left and the wayang of the right.
Yes, well the wayang descends from the Bhagavad Gita. It is descended
directly from the Hindu epics, although, of course, it's undergone sea
changes in its Indonesian form and it has extra characters. But I think it
also possibly reflects that duality in the Hindu cosmology, because the
Indonesians say that the wayang of the left, although they are the villains,
are not entirely bad; while the wayang of the right, although they're
basically the heroes, have their bad qualities. And indeed Arjuna, the
hero from the Mahabharata, who appears in the wayang, is in many ways a
selfish, cold m a n . So there is that Hindu duality.
Are there correspondences between the characters in T h e Year of Living Dangerously and characters in the wayang puppet-play or the Hindu epics behind it?
Yes. T h e wayang has a fixed, classical form and I used one of the plays of
the Pandava cycle, which has to do with the Pandava brothers: figures
from the H i n d u epics. I set u p a parallel pattern in the novel. Arjuna has
his parallel in Hamilton, while his wise attendant Semar, the famous
Indonesian dwarf-clown, who is also a god in disguise, has his counterpart in Billy Kwan. There are many court scenes in the wayang series: the
courts of the wayang of the right and the wayang of the left, presided over
by their kings. In the novel, there is Sukarno's court at the Merdeka
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Palace, and there is also a sort of parody of that court in the Wayang Bar,
where Wally O'Sullivan is king of the press corps. The wayang of the left,
under Aidit, head of the Indonesian Communist Party, has another court
at Party headquarters.
The progress that occurs in the wayang play is that the hero, Arjuna,
slowly discovers his own deficiencies through Semar's help; he goes to a
holy man in the hills, and through meditation establishes contact with his
inner self, and is therefore able to overcome his enemies. This happens to
Hamilton, when he goes up to the hills near Bandung, and encounters
the wayang show and the dangers of the Long March. There are a lot of
parallels: all good fun.
I see. Did you go to a written source for information on the wayang or are your
accounts purely from first-hand observation?
The wayang was an experience that I first had in a very superficial way, as
most Westerners do. Y o u pass them at night on the road-side and you see
the lit screen in the dark and you go to the edge of the crowd and you
watch for a while, but it's all in Old Javanese and it means nothing to
you. But it came back to me in a rather haunting way many years later,
and then I read a marvellous book on the wayang, On Thrones of Gold by a
scholar called James Brandon. That was a wonderful source, and I
became more and more interested in the way that by sheer luck the
symbolic patterns and morality play of the wayang parallelled some of the
patterns in my novel. That's the sort of bonus that sometimes happens
and which you don't plan for.
What was your own reaction to Sukarno and the politics he represented?
Like all Australians I was alarmed by Sukarno in the early 'sixties. One
has to remember he had become a classic dictator, like Mussolini or
Hitler. He addressed vast rallies in which he dominated and hypnotised
the people; he led them into a war-fever; and he was confronting
Malaysia because Britain was giving Malaysia territories to which he
wanted to lay claim. And so he became an aggressive expansionist, and
we had a situation where Australians even imagined that we would
possibly be at war. I know that the British thought that they might well
have to go to war with Indonesia, and there was limited fighting in
Malaysia when Indonesian troops were dropped in there. N o w all that
was unfortunate, and Sukarno in the 'sixties was in that final stage where
both his egotism and his desperation over the chaos of his country led him
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into adventures that were alarming and regrettable. But in his early
years, I believe, he was a great leader. He was the father of Indonesia; he
led it into independence, and he was an inspiration to his people. He had
a great vision, and a great poetic gift: you see it in his speeches. He had a
genuinely original concept in what he called Marhaenism, which is
different from Western ideas that are imposed on those countries.
Marxism, for example, very often tends to be seen as the answer for a
developing country; but Sukarno, although he was often close to
Marxism, said: 'No. The typical Indonesian, the poor man of Indonesia,
is not of the urban proletariat Marx was thinking of, living in Western
cities. Here, he's the peasant who owns perhaps half an acre of ground
and nothing else, and it's that man I'm going to take to freedom.' He
called this figure Marhaen, after a peasant he once spoke to, when the
concept came to him. And that was a great vision for South East Asia, I
think: one that remains truly accurate. Billy Kwan, of course, talks about
this in the novel. But Sukarno lost that contact with the rural poor of
Indonesia; he was carried away by self-adulation; and that was his
tragedy. He forgot Marhaen.
I believe that currently there are plans to make a film ^ T h e Boys in the Island.
Could you tell us a little about this?
Yes. Tony Morphett, who is one of Australia's top screen-writers, has
developed a script in conjunction with me and we've been lucky enough
to interest Carl Schultz, who is one of Australia's best directors, and who
just did a film called Careful He Might Hear
which is a great success in
America. Carl and Tony and I are very hopeful that we'll get this film off
the ground quite soon.
In the original Tasmanian locations?
Yes, and that's something I'm looking forward to, because I think it is a
landscape of rare beauty, very different from the rest of Australia. I want
to see it presented to the rest of the world.
Remarks you made earlier suggested that to grow up in Tasmania was to feel
particularly remote, perhaps to feel particularly colonial. In retrospect, do you feel
growing up in Tasmania was a good experience for a writer in the making?
Certainly for the sort of writer that I am. There is a feeling of innocence
and wonder in a place like that. Island people are a bit special anyway, as
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you should know being British. O u r relationship to the mainland in
Australia is in some ways like a variant of the British-European relation.
W e belong to the continent and yet we don't. And there was always the
sense in Tasmania when I was young of remarkable things to be discovered on the mainland. So that one was living in a very beautiful place,
but a place in which the dominant note was one of expectancy. Perhaps
that's lessened these days, but it was certainly so in my youth.
And you weren't too badly marked by going to a Christian Brothers school?
(Laughing) Most Australian Catholics of my generation were marked,
literally and in other ways, by the Christian Brothers, and it's notable
that most of my contemporaries in the literary field are lapsed Catholics
— people such as T o m Keneally and R o n Blair and so on. I think the
harshness of what was really Irish Jansenism in the Australian Church
did a lot of damage in that way. I've found my way back to a sort of
accommodation with my own Catholicism. Most of my contemporaries
haven't.
All of your novels are characterised by a highly polished prose style, a poetic prose style
really. Do you feel you were particularly influenced by any other writers in developing
this style?
Well, I think all writers in their youth are formed by those writers they
admire, but it's fatal, of course, to imitate the style of another writer and
I think one consciously tries to fmd one's own tone of voice and if you're
honest in expressing what you feel, since all of us are unique, you're not
going to sound like someone else. In absorbing those influences, you're
like an apprentice, I suppose, and the novelists who probably influenced
me most were the American Thomas Wolfe, who's not read very much
now; William Faulkner; Thomas Mann (who I think is the novelist par
excellence)-, Tolstoy; E . M . Forster; Scott Fitzgerald; one could go on.
Finally, Chris, which contemporary Australian writers do you most admire?
I've always had a particular admiration for Hal Porter, who only recently
died. The books that Hal is best known for, I suppose, are The Watcher on
the Cast-Iron Balcony, his autobiography, and a novel which had a big
impact in London in the 'sixties, called The Tilted Cross, which is set in the
convict era in Tasmania. But Hal's best known, I suppose, as a writer of
short stories. I think he is the supreme artist in prose in our literature. He
26

was also a very fine poet; a n d I h a p p e n to be interested in prose which
takes the same trouble as poetry, which uses metaphor and uses symbol,
and is concerned with sound as well as sense.
H a l is a very idiosyncratic writer. H e ' s not a typical novelist. His is
always a very personal vision of the Australia that he knew, spanning a
period from the t u r n of the century until this decade. You get a wonderful
and eccentric mosaic of our society: its nuances, its coloration, its sad and
silly and lost souls; and I think t h a t ' s what H a l will be remembered for.

HENA MAES-JELINEK

History and the Mythology of
Confrontation in The Year of
Living Dangerously
The imaginative writer is as much the historian of the dead as of the living. '
Wilson Harris

W h e n Wilson H a r r i s m a d e this statement he was referring to those whom
he calls 'the nameless forgotten d e a d ' , i.e., the suffering multitudes
whose lives usually go unrecorded in history books, yet who carry the
burden of history. They are involved in what he has termed 'the paradox
of non-existence',^ the fact that so m u c h experience, both actual and
psychological, is passed over in silence in factual history or conventional
narrative and appears to be non-existent. For Harris these unrecorded,
unwritten lives are ' a catalyst of sensibility'.^ T h e function of art is to
retrieve them from forgetfulness and to give life to these ' u n b o r n ' existences. It is also to transform imaginatively through a metaphorical
discourse the given categories of the conventional narrative. In this way
historical catastrophe can become a warning for the future; it also
becomes 'seminal' in the sense that through art it may lead to a vision of
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